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Not all'schoods have condO.ons that resist
improvement, nor are all schools ledby principals who are part of
the problem. Yet, experience, teaches us that, no matter what changes
are attempted, many schools do not get bgtter. More schools can be
improved by leaders who are critically alware of what is blocking
advancement of school practices. A means orientation, a teacher and
administrator emphasis, and a top-down decision-making process are
some conditions that are likely to impinge onschool improvement.
Principals can use these three conditions to analyze their own school
environment. If their school is characterized by some or all of the
conditions, they might decide to take purposeful action to eliminate
traits that resist change. The first step toward reconstructing the ,

school environment is arriving at an awareness of the reality that
hinders improvement. This critical awareness may result in commitment
to action that will make obsolete the persistent notion that Schools
do not improve. (Author)
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This paper centers on the school 'principal is key

leader for movAg research knowledge into action ,

for school improvement, The paper works from.the
practical as a way to identify conditions in ,edu-
cational environments that hinder schbol impr9vd-

ment. By directing the writing toward principals
and their critical awareness; it is hoped that ----

readers will sense the immediacy and the impor-
tance in educatorsiperceiving themselves capable
and responsible for creatinggcbool environments.
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CRITICAL AWARENESS FOR'2IMPROVEMENT: THE SCHOOI:AND YOU1'
, .
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. . . ,..:

,Like an otid-pheOed piece of a,jig-saw puzle that loses its edge

, a. . ,,
after being mispositioned a;Aesired change can be so,blunted by,,the

q.. I .

.

.. - m

ongoingness of he school that it influence is Seldom felt by learnprs,

(

I

Tod often the 40 61 in which we work, similar te a personality that
-0 % - -

/ ,.%
1

lacks oapacity f r renewal, is dominated by traits that resist improweh-
..? ,,

menC. Principals have tilt right and olqigatiop to transform the conditions.-

'

. ,
.

...- - ..

of such schools. They cannot wait with folded arms for others to serve-up,
, . .

di.

....
, ,

irection.' They must develop critical awareness of what stymies improve-
0 '

N-
. . .

.

--- Ildnt and theh initiate plans for action. Future directions will come

7 1 .

,
. '4

4
7. from $iithi,...n the school, defined and .acted on by the principal. In plain

0
. .

worlds, ,ontvpath to schooe l improvement,is po4lve action by the principal
42, . j

. j

.
/ to eliminate t e charactef of the e y..tronment that hinders the process

(--- *

,,,-. ,t

. I

.

.
% .

e c.:
b of schools and people becoming better.

'

....

. 't t
f.)-* .

..
..

% .This paper sets into motion the development of critical awareness

in principigs as a fi,rSt gsbep, f9!)initiating better schools. Th(re are,0 ..,, %. .

*'.-,- ,t ...

of course, some pfinJipalswho Jill dot consider'altering oNdjUsAng

,". .

; 4. '
.1

the way they lead or, what they lead. 'Possibly thesehesitant coll iaess,

,,re dependent on. the very.struc$ure thatNusists iMprovement.:They have

i -

( become principals because of their ability to adapt to school environment,

. . % it.--
,

not because of their talent to-eransform conditions of schools. Many.
.

,1
.

.

principals cannot loOk critically at the structure responsible for shaping
, ,

thembe same structure that permits them to wait. The'view of future
. .

schools as being a carbon of the present, or of the future as 'being pre-

ined, is in need of liberation. To this end, three major conditions

of school reality likely to stop improve4me4 41 advanced foT consideration.2
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-,SCHOLS V EW igiCROVEMENT AS.RESTROCTURING 04ANIzATIONAL MANS' NOT
1.

,/ .

AS REDEFINING OBJECTIVES OF SCHOOLING., Emerging school problems are

.
e

''%, A
translated into procedures-,'idea's into Rrcicessek:),and b4ith axe supmergid

u int4.31,wh t alrettly extsts. Challenging ideas for improvement are confronted
. ,- -

.
,,, 64,

1yyyaskiing if what is being proposed, cart be impled within t4 already
..

- _
. . .

established way the school function's. Dnfoftunately, principals are
1 olk4.

often considered Nvod" if they .cansrefer all questions and ideas to an
. 6

7

organizational plan. ,Direction41for the school are deteimined.by what
ai

'Cam2befControlled.within the present organization. What priopals in this
.. ,.

environment fail to see is that school organization is a means not an end.

a Decision making or school organization requires, moth rational

procedures, if ,it is to lead,t9 improyed schooling. Prilcip4 and staff

*should not b'ejre'stricted to the method Of organization existing in, their
.

school.. 'Many emerging problems a school faces, whethet lack of communiv

..,

participation.in determining curriculum pri ies or underackievement in

. /.

reading, demand 4etting,of new ends, rath than merely convenient adjusting
.

1

-.

'of the7Present way x ahe staff and students are organized. After careful

,
consideration is given to determining what the -chool is to accomplish

' . ,
'. Ipe

, with learners,
'

it is then possible to better decide on anpeffective

. .- .

pattern.of onganiza,tiOn.3
.4

L.,
The continual, attempt Co.face problems of schooling by looking

.

4 t
prematurely to organizational solutiOns'suggests, in part, that'priocipals

N .
do nmkconsid0

/-
,the need for schools to attain new` objeclees. ,Equally

,.4
.

:t%%'
concerting is the related suggestion that there is no attempt to-respond

to prpblems by the elimInap4on of exist' r` The setting of

objectives for a school does not mean that.there is no cause to respond
t.

to probl4MS by redefining or elimivating initial objectives. Too often

4
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.the energy of a sdhool pis -Rpent only on strategiev"to accpmplish

14..`, r.
1, 1.

preViously designited!objectives.thus-leading to pr6blem solving,that

,,

. .
%. .

. . - - .

.
c..

i

.
.

s hampered=by theblinders pf the current organization. If probleffis
. .

. . -

...... .,

,
.

....

4 .

.
in a school,. kogfam 'emerge, Arategieg are quickly de-sigped:idthjlittle.

4p II' ..
4' l A i ,

A . '
attention directed to the possibility that the objectives ot:the. program ....

d a,

.
. .

.

..

are inappropriate. Objectives are not permanent, they require continhoils
.

revision and elimination.4 Brackenbury supports thi. temporary nature ,
. . . .

4t 1 .

,of objectives by stating, "Human beingsgenally like tofdo a task add
-

. .

,
-.0 , - -

. ,
.

be done with it. Unfortunately,vbjectivescare much likesdishes. If they
- 4t

are used, they require repeated doirig and redoing. Since objectives grow

out of expeiience as well as.guide experience, they are-neveruset once

and tfor ail."5

Fundamentally, althou0 thg ends of schooling are ,under close

7

scrutiny today, many schools,respond only by tinkering with means. Such

a narrow inturning leads to approaches to desired \mptovement that some-
,

1 -

how fit every odd piece into the parameters of lie presently existing,
.Ct

organizational puzzle4 How seldom we step back to puzzle, over the whole.

SCIIUOLS ARE OVERLY CONCERNED WITWCENTERING DECISIONS ON TEACHERS

AND AIiNINISTRATORS. THEY LOOK_ AT THEIR ENTERPRISE AS TEACHING RATHER.THAN

LEARNING. Educational environments where teaching end administration, not

learning, Lome first, are fostered by Tally factors outside the classroom
.

doors. For example, potential, leadership can be squandered in political

.
:.

.

struggles between prir6ipals'and teachers that, nrevolve atound teacher

.

., . / :,..0 .

security a'n4'pay issues: The critical issue of improving the quality of

learning done by children gets bypassed by principals who argue that

teaching pay increases create limitations on resources available for students,

and by teachers who fight their Powerlessness by seeking tenuce and fringe

.
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,

be.nefits without giving accordant attention to
,

the net.' t changes in

4 1
learning condillions.

-.A

A classroonforganized with, the prerogatiires of teaching reftLects an
t.

.

..)X....
. .

..

administration thatplaces management ahead of learning.. The leadership
.,

'behavior of the(principal infldences the nature of
,.

tie climate for

learning in eiasgrooms. In sciodls led by authoeitarian'pr.incipais,

. students tend to perceive their classroowenvircinments as being authori- :
r

.
io .

o

tarian. In the same
.

wEy, principals who include teachers in detisfpn-
. .

.

making foster ,(.noels where students perceive their classrooms as thcpuraging

choice and involvement. A peculiar feature, of hieraechies holds: as"tte

principal goea so goes the school.?

Behind the clasFoom doors where teaching is the priority, collabor-

ative interactions.betwe n teachers and,students are limited while the

exploratory behavior of students is co..tro;led. Physically, chairs in
.

rows face the teacher's desk_and blac bard, while information and

t
resources are locked away and doled gut-by the teacher. Pre-packaged..

1 ,

curriculum textbooks br teaching . pac kets developed by outside corporations

make a teacher2s lifeieasier by reducing the need for teacher creativity

and by lending the authority of the printed page to consumption of subject' /.S

matter. Fascination with teacher-proof classropm management systems
.

.

,
,(ways for teachers to.set up, and Students to accept, a routine of leprning .

,

I:./ "
activities) tend to limit real collaboration and restrict the rage of

.

learning activities possible fir students.
.

Educational environments L.rganized arounsL,he preroga.tiveS of teaching

..... ,
i

converge to a state of day -to -'day equalibrium. Princi p and teachers in
i . .

such settings strive to find a routine that gets them thrbagh without.
.

hassles - Chei recoil in surprise when their schools are sc red for inertia,
tk,.. , .

.

blandness, routine. Still, when we ask in a sqlpol "will it worki"we
.

Ab
o. .

6
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ask this persistent. question on the immediate, daily, routine leve, of ,

teacher and adMinistrative organization, and lose
a
sight of our. real 'long-

. range hopes and concerns, together with those of our students, and their

parents. -

, .
. . ,

While attempting to develop a school environment that cease s more
'

b

on learning, we Might reconsider this brief 'Statement from the Plowden'

N
,

.

,

Report: .

. %

\ ,,, ...A school is not merely a-teacliing shop, it must'.. '1,
.

4 .transmit vAlaeS and attitudes. -It is a cpmmunityk
ee : in which children learn to Live/first and forem

as children and4noE as future adults....Children
need to be themselves, to. live wi h other children

.

3
and with grown ups, to learn from their environment,
to enjoy the present, to get ready for the future,
to creqteana to love, to learn to face adversity,.
to 'behave responsibly, in a woad, to be human beings."8

\

PEOPLE CLOSEST TO THE LEARNh HAvE LIMITED.DEdISION-MAKING POWER.

IN EFFECT, TEACHERS USUALLY ACCEPT OR REJECT WHAT OTHERS HAVE DECIDED.'

Schools can cuncentrate more on"learning if,teachers make decisions about
)\

4

th nature of learning environments. Emphasis on learning can be goner-

ated by teaChers because they have the most data on needs, interests and
.t.

learning styles. Also, being closest to students, teachers are it the

best position to make purposeful decisions about a network of- environments

that will produce learning.9
, -

Teadlang, as defined here, mewls creating a variety of social;

'intellectual, and physical conditions from which learners can benefit in

alMariety of ways'. This meaning of teaching is based on DeweY's belief

that it is the Interaction,between a.leafner and an environment that

produceslincreased knowledge and mastery of skills.111 In plain words,.

teachers must make key cle5.1sions about creating the setting for learning.

Yet, in reality, many critical decisions are made by people who are far

removed from the learning. environment. /

4



411441MIMMIMIW 4111116:11:0Mli

41

.

4(

The problrem is not only thatAkeisibns are' made by people who are

.. I

remote frOm and without reai.data abbut learners. it is also ajle fkact
4 1

_
i *

11*
that'external decisions are often overriding, more influential( thab..,

. "., , ---:....e
, .

,

teacher decisions. Directions resulting from insensitive; externally
A :

imposed decisions can capse a school to move teachers in ways' that are
....4--f

.. i 1.
*

,..,

..

contrary to what students actually need. Vor eirapple, a school: bolrd.
. , . S

4.iI . ,

adoption of a single textbook series for reading curriculum th.4*uses

. . .

1

\
/ ,.three track grouping can force a teacher to'place learners ,.Into groups

\
c . .

. ..'

that. 'relate to tile textbooks. This,requiredgrouping procedure can

create a negative stigma for those learners who are assigned to the

lower or sloWr track.. The teacher is forced to use a prescribed reading

curriculum that does not cpnect positively with learners. Mismatch

resulting from external decisions saps off precious teacher energy that

Could otherwise be directed tq_ard creating meaningful learning environ
.

ments.

In many schools, teacher survival becomes adjustment to external
41,11

,

decisions; some which fit, others which are completely outofjoint with

the activity necessary for promoting learning. Teachers learn from the
ti

school environment too. Survival fan come to mean doing more pf what is

required and less of what is needed.. Another option is to resist the

counter-:productive, required behavior of the school. This is a tough

choice,' one that alienates teachers from the very setting responsible fot
.

their dependency and survival. Teachers who resist become marginal persons

livihg on the fringe of the school, It's odd. Those who are Itaginal

and less. likely to last are the teachers.who can present to learners a

modei.of human beings able to inf4ence their environment. On the other

hand, ;those who adjust and fit to the incongruence of currently existing

schools present a model of human beings who survive by being incorporated

"an
` C5,

.t
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into the structure that rechices theIXUectiveneg4ibis learning-to-1
Nr

live with incongruence between total school and,immediate leaphing environ-
-'-ii

.

,ment can cause t-eachers to become unaware of their right and capacity to

,
transform the feality of the education enterprise. Awareness of the

, 6

0

k

existence and consequences of misma ch in the school'maIes it podSible
A. ,

-
for both principals and teachers, in concert, to'look critically at, the

.4

conditiong which, are shaping them. Deciding and Choosing,'creating and

-re-creating, and ultimately acting on the reality in which one lives is
---

necessary for improvement. Such critical Awareness mill increase decisions

to eliminate traits in the school that hinder I'learning. 11

A1.1 schools:do \ot haVe conditions that, resist improvement, nor are

all schools led by principals who are part of the problem. yet. experience

teaches us that no matter what changes are attempted many schools do not

get better. More schools can be improved by leviers who are critically

aware of what is blocking advancement oZ schOol practices.,
1 1 4

$ . I.
A means orientation, a teacher and administrator emphasis, and a

top-down decision making process are some conditions in schools that are

likely to impinge on school improvement. Principals can use thethree

conditions advanced here to analyze their own school context. If their
A

SCh00, is characterized by some or all of the conditions, they might.

decide to .take paposakul action to eliminate traits that resist. The

first step for reconstructing the'school environment is arriving at an

awarenesV of the reality that hinders improvement. This critical aware-
-

c5

tress may result in commitment...to take action that.will make obsolete the

persistent nbtion that schools do not 'improve.

ti
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Critical and editorial'coMInts were contributed by warB Ghory,

Assistant xo the Director, 6enter for Curriculum and OrunizatIon,
University of Massachusettsit Amherst; and by Phil DeTurk,Head,

,

maataA, ShepherctKilapp School, Worcester, Massachusetts.

/I
ThAsconclitiops that resist improvement were determined by collecting

dates through participant-observer prbdedurett4in more than thirty

elementary schools in,six demographically varied school systems.
Participant, teacher and principal perceptions, toward what stops-
improVemeni,in schogls were:recorded and then clustered to determine
patterns most common to all schools. The three primary conditions

are reported in this 'paper. Three.additionalcodditions that were

identified but less definite are:

a Schools have little.capacfcy for fesearch'anddevelopment,

' Solutibns.to problems (e]. y on what has worked best in the

.
past, tha contributing to regression in.:the light of new

demands.

-
4 Schools i:solate teachers from each other and from principals, '

leaving them to cope individually or in small 4mtere t groups

with their difficulties and to celebriite silently t eir

' successes. .
-A

a Schools have inadequate knowledge to meet and accept, criticism.
In the face of a probleM, they become defensive rind devoted 63-

maintenance and survival.

3. A useful, procedure for improving decision making for school organi-

zation is described ii Myers, Donald, and Sinclair, Robert. "Improved

'Decision Making for School Organization: What-add What For." National

Elementary Prinoipal,'Volume LII, Number 4, January, 1913, pp. 43-50.

4. For a treatment of the problems associated with the use and misuse of

objectives pee Fischer, Louis and Sinclair, Robert. "Behavior Objectives,

Performance Codtracting, Systems Management, and Education." in Yee, '

Albert (Ed.), Pers ectives on Management Systems Approaches in Education.

(Englewood Clgfs, New Jersey: Educational Technology Publications, 1973.)

5. Brackenbury, Robert. "Guidelines to Help Schools' Formulate and Validate
Objectives." in Rational Planning in Curriculum and Instruction. Washington,
b.C,: National Education Association, Center for the Study of Instruction,

1967, p. 108.,

6. For a definition of educational environment and a procedure'to measure
some dimensions of the, education environment of elementary schools see

,Sinclair, Robert -. "Elementary School Educational Environment: Toward.
Schools That Are Responsible to Students." National Elementary Principal.

Vol. XLLIVNo_. 5, April; 1970.

7. For detailed'findings on tbe possible influence of leadership behavior
of principals on learner perceptions of the educational environment see
Sinclair, Kobert; Sadker, David; and others. Through the Eyes of Children.

(Voston: Bureau of Curriculum Innovation, and Institute for Educational

Services, 1973).
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`S. Children and Their Pttrtuary Schools: A Repoit of the Central Advisory
tountiltfor Education (England) Volume 1, London: Her Majesty's

Stationery officer, 1'9%7. .

9, A Useful 4eacriptivt ntodel .dat, dOuld)be us_ed.to foster teacher,

deciii.op.making Yor curriculum deyeloiiineht is ifound in Walker, Decker.

"TheProcess of Curriculum Development:' *A Naturalistic Model".

i School .Review.,` j.Volumg 80i.'NO. 1, NOvelsiber, 1971.
.., ... ,' . ; -

10. Dewey, John. El-'perience and Education. New York: Scribners. 1937:

11. An excellent rationale fa critical' awareness is presented Ham a
Third World perspective in Pleire, Paulo; "The Achilit Literacy Process

as Cultural Action, for Freedpm". Harvard Educational Review. Vo1ume,40,

No. a, May, 1970. -pp. 205-225.
i /
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Also see Freire, Paulo. Pedagogy. of the Oppressed: New York: The

Seabury Press, 1973.
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